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1
COLUMN/BEAM MAUFACTURING
APPARATUS AND METHODS

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention generally relates to apparatus and methods
for manufacturing columns and beams for use in and support
of flat roof structures and the like.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

At the present time, metal flat roof structures are popular
for solar panel and/or roof section mounts as well as
protection from the elements. The flat roof structures gen-
erally include horizontal beams or rafters attached to the
upper ends of vertical columns having lower ends fixed in
the ground or other mounting structures. Both the columns
and beams are preferably fabricated from two sheet metal
channels, each having inwardly directed flanges formed
integral with the ends of the opposed legs. Typical examples
of'such structures are presented in a copending United States
Patent Application entitled “Flat Roof Support Structure”,
filed 3 May 2012, bearing Ser. No. 13/462,919, and incor-
porated herein by reference.

It is an object of the present invention to provide new and
improved manufacturing apparatus and methods for sup-
porting columns and beams in roof structures and the like.

It is another object of the present invention to provide new
and improved manufacturing apparatus and methods for
columns and beams in roof structures that include less labor
and cost.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Briefly, to achieve the desired objects of the instant
invention in accordance with a preferred embodiment
thereof, column/beam forming apparatus is disclosed that
forms two C-shaped channels into a single column/beam.
The apparatus includes a continuous source of sheet metal
strips, each strip being of a desired column/beam length. An
initial channel-forming station is positioned to receive the
strips of sheet metal from the continuous source and is
designed to provide initial longitudinal bending operations
on each strip. The initial bending operations alternately bend
received strips into intermediate upwardly opening channels
and intermediate downwardly opening channels. A final
channel-forming station is positioned to receive intermedi-
ate upwardly opening channels and intermediate down-
wardly opening channels from the initial channel-forming
station and complete bending the intermediate upwardly
opening channels and intermediate downwardly opening
channels into upwardly opening C-shaped channels and
downwardly opening C-shaped channels. Each downwardly
opening C-shaped channel is positioned in an aligned over-
lying relationship to a mating upwardly opening C-shaped
channel upon exiting the final channel-forming station and a
channel-welding station is positioned to weld the upwardly
opening C-shaped channel and downwardly opening
C-shaped channel in the aligned overlying position along an
interface between adjacent surfaces of the upwardly opening
C-shaped channel and downwardly opening C-shaped chan-
nel.

The desired objects of the instant invention are further
achieved in accordance with a method of forming two
C-shaped channels into a single column/beam. The method
includes a step of providing a continuous source of sheet
metal strips, each strip being of a desired column/beam
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length. The method further includes a step of receiving strips
of sheet metal of the desired column/beam length from the
continuous source and, using a single intermediate bending
apparatus, continuously forming alternate received strips
into intermediate upwardly opening channels and interme-
diate downwardly opening channels, respectively. The
method further includes a step of receiving the intermediate
upwardly opening channels and intermediate downwardly
opening channels and, using a single final bending appara-
tus, performing a complete or final bending operation. The
complete bending operation continuously forming the inter-
mediate upwardly opening channels into upwardly opening
C-shaped channels and the intermediate downwardly open-
ing channels into downwardly opening C-shaped channels.
Each downwardly opening C-shaped channel is positioned
in an aligned overlying relationship to a mating upwardly
opening C-shaped channel upon exiting from the single final
bending apparatus and each aligned upwardly opening
C-shaped channel and downwardly opening C-shaped chan-
nel is welded in the aligned overlying position along an
interface between adjacent surfaces of the upwardly opening
C-shaped channel and downwardly opening C-shaped chan-
nel.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The foregoing and further and more specific objects and
advantages of the instant invention will become readily
apparent to those skilled in the art from the following
detailed description of a preferred embodiment thereof taken
in conjunction with the drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is an isometric side view of the beginning/input
end of column/beam manufacturing apparatus, in accor-
dance with the present invention, illustrating a sheet metal
supply station and initial channel forming station;

FIG. 2 is an isometric side view of the column/beam
manufacturing apparatus of FIG. 1, illustrating an enlarged
view of the initial channel-forming station;

FIGS. 3-6 are isometric/side views of several channel-
forming multi-surface elements used in the initial channel-
forming station of FIG. 2;

FIG. 7 is an isometric side view of a final channel-forming
station of the column/beam manufacturing apparatus;

FIG. 8 is a sectional view of a channel-forming element
pair used in the final channel forming station of FIG. 7; and

FIG. 9 is a sectional view of another channel-forming
element pair used in the final channel-forming station of
FIG. 7, illustrating a channel engaged therein;

FIG. 10 is an isometric side view of a first channel exiting
from the final channel-forming station of FIG. 7;

FIG. 11 is an isometric side view of a second channel
exiting from the final channel-forming station of FIG. 7 in
overlying relationship to the first channel illustrated in FIG.

FIG. 12 is an isometric side view of a channel-aligning
station positioned to receive the overlying first and second
channels illustrated in FIG. 11,

FIG. 13 is an enlarged isometric side view of the channel-
aligning station illustrated in FIG. 12; and

FIG. 14 is an isometric side view of a channel-welding
station positioned to receive the aligned first and second
channels from the channel-aligning station illustrated in
FIG. 12.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

Generally, flat roof structures include a plurality of ver-
tical columns or posts each with a beam attached to an upper
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end. Both the columns and beams are preferably fabricated
from two opposed sheet metal C-shaped channels. Each
channel includes a flat major wall, two side walls extending
perpendicular to the major wall from opposite edges and a
flange extending inwardly from each side wall toward each
other perpendicular to the side walls. Columns/beams of this
type have several major advantages: they can be fabricated
from relatively inexpensive sheet metal and are relatively
strong for the weight.

Prior art apparatus used to form channels of the type
described above is disclosed in a United States Patent
Publication 2003/0000271, entitled “Rollforming Machine
and Methods”, published 2 Jan. 2003. FIGS. 3A and 3B
illustrate what the Publication refers to as “component C” or
a stud for use in constructing buildings and the like.

Referring to the present invention, the various figures
illustrate apparatus for manufacturing columns/beams of the
type described above in the copending application. As will
become apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art from the
following disclosure, the columns/beams are manufactured
in a single continuous operation that greatly reduces the
time, labor, and therefore the cost of the columns/beams.

Turning to FIG. 1, a roller 20 is illustrated that is designed
to carry a roll of sheet metal. It should be understood that the
roll of sheet metal will have a width that allows strips of the
sheet metal to be formed into the desired channels. A
continuous strip of sheet metal from roller 20 extends
through the various guides illustrated and is cut to a desired
length in a cutting machine 22. The cut strips of sheet metal
continue into an initial channel-forming station 24. An
enlarged view of initial channel-forming station 24 is illus-
trated in FIG. 2. Initial channel-forming station 24 performs
some initial or intermediate longitudinal bends in each strip
of sheet metal that determines whether the channel being
formed will open upwardly or downwardly. The terms
“upwardly” and downwardly” are included herein only for
description relative to the drawings and do not indicate a
direction. To accomplish this task, initial channel-forming
station 24 includes a plurality of sets of double-surface
forming-rollers, examples of which are illustrated in FIGS.
3-6. Each set of the plurality of sets is positioned in a spaced
relationship from a previous set to gradually bend a strip of
sheet metal into the desired form. It should be specifically
noted that each of the double-surface forming-rollers has a
double forming-surface and the double-surface forming-
rollers are movably positioned in channel-forming station 24
to simultaneously move to either a first position in which one
of the double forming-surfaces will start or form the strip of
sheet metal in an intermediate upwardly opening direction
and a second position in which the other of the double
forming-surfaces will start or form the strip of sheet metal in
an intermediate downwardly opening direction. Movement
of'the double-surface forming-rollers is accomplished in this
preferred apparatus by pneumatic hoses and cylinders des-
ignated in FIG. 2 by the number 25. While pneumatic
apparatus are illustrated in this example, it will be under-
stood that other apparatus, hydraulic, mechanical, etc. can be
used.

Referring specifically to FIG. 3, an initial double-surface
forming-roller 30 is illustrated with double forming-surfaces
including an upper forming-surface 32 and a lower forming-
surface 34. In operation, as a strip of sheet metal enters
initial channel-forming station 24, a pair of double-surface
forming-rollers 30 will be in a position for surface 32 of each
of the pair of double-surface forming-rollers 30 to engage
the strip and start bending it upwardly into what will
ultimately become an upwardly opening C-shaped channel.
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Additional movable double-surface forming-rollers in initial
channel-forming station 24 are in the same position to
continue bending the current strip of sheet metal into an
initial or intermediate stage.

When the first strip is completed and continues down the
line, double-surface forming-roller 30 and the other double-
surface forming-rollers in initial channel-forming station 24
are simultaneously moved slightly by pneumatic apparatus
25 so that upper forming-surface 34 of double-surface
forming-roller 30 engages the next strip and starts bending
it downwardly into what will ultimately become a down-
wardly opening C-shaped channel. Additional double-sur-
face forming-rollers in initial channel-forming station 24
will continue bending the current strip of sheet metal into an
initial or intermediate stage. When the second strip of sheet
metal is completed and continues down the line, double-
surface forming-roller 30 and the other double-surface form-
ing-rollers in initial channel-forming station 24 are moved
back into the first position and the next strip is started
bending upwardly again. It should be noted that the amount
of movement required to change the double-surface form-
ing-rollers from the first position to the second position is
small, in some instances only fractions of an inch, but
generally under an inch. Also, while a specific direction has
been attributed to a specific forming-surface of the double-
surface forming-rollers, it will be understood that depending
upon the specific bend being performed, the specific form-
ing-surface may change, i.e., either the upper or lower
forming-surface may bend the strip of sheet metal upwardly
or downwardly.

Turning now to FIG. 7, a final channel-forming station 70
is illustrated. Final channel-forming station 70 includes a
plurality of forming-roller pairs that receive the partially or
intermediate formed strips of sheet metal from initial chan-
nel-forming station 24 and completes the forming process to
provide alternate upwardly opening and downwardly open-
ing C-shaped channels. A typical channel-forming roller pair
72 is illustrated in FIG. 8. A second typical channel-forming
roller pair 74 is illustrated in FIG. 9, including an illustration
of an upwardly opening channel 76 positioned in channel-
forming roller pair 74. It can be seen in FIG. 9 that
channel-forming roller pair 74 will perform the same bend-
ing operation of a downwardly opening channel. Here it
should be noted that forming-roller pairs are used and
positioned so that either upwardly opening or downwardly
opening channels can be equally processed. That is a strip of
sheet metal formed into an initial or intermediate upwardly
opening stage will be received and formed into a completely
formed upwardly opening C-shaped channel 76 and a strip
of sheet metal formed into an initial or intermediate down-
wardly opening stage will be received and formed into a
completely formed downwardly opening C-shaped channel
78. A completely formed upwardly opening C-shaped chan-
nel 76 is illustrated in FIG. 10 exiting final channel-forming
station 70.

The next strip of sheet metal proceeding along the chan-
nel-forming apparatus is formed into a downwardly opening
channel 78, illustrated in FIG. 11 exiting final channel-
forming station 70. Here it should be noted that downwardly
opening channel 78 is positioned in overlying relationship to
upwardly opening channel 76 with the inwardly directed
flanges at the ends of each leg in parallel abutting or adjacent
positions. That is, the flanges of upwardly opening channel
76 are adjacent, parallel and abutting the flanges of down-
wardly opening channel 78 so that the legs on each side form
a substantially continuous side-wall, i.e. lie in a common
plane.
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The overlying continuous pair of channels 76 and 78
move continuously along into a channel-aligning station 80,
illustrated in FIG. 12 and enlarged FIG. 13. Channel-
aligning station 80 holds the pair of overlying channels
firmly in an overlying parallel aligned position (i.e. the legs
aligned to form substantially continuous vertical side walls
lying in a common plane and the ends terminating together
in a common plane). The firmly held channels 76 and 78 are
then welded on both sides at the interface between legs/
flanges at a welding station 85, illustrated in FIG. 14. In this
preferred embodiment channels 76 and 78 are welded at
spaced apart areas designated 86 but it will be understood
that any process from a continuous weld to areas spaced
differently (e.g. farther or shorter) could be used.

Thus, columns and beams are manufactured from two
opposed sheet metal C-shaped channels in a continuous
process using a single channel-forming process. No labor or
manual manipulation of the channels is required so that a
substantial reduction in manual labor, time and cost is
realized. The columns/beams are very strong while being
lighter and less expensive than standard column/beam mate-
rial, such as iron I-beams, steel box-beams, etc. Because no
manual handling of channels (e.g. moving two channels into
an overlying aligned position, holding, and welding) is
included, columns/beams manufactured by the present novel
apparatus are considerably faster to manufacture and much
less expensive. Further, because a single intermediate bend-
ing apparatus and a single final bending apparatus is used the
overall apparatus is simpler and cheaper to equip and use.

Various changes and modifications to the embodiment
herein chosen for purposes of illustration will readily occur
to those skilled in the art. To the extent that such modifica-
tions and variations do not depart from the spirit of the
invention, they are intended to be included within the scope
thereof which is assessed only by a fair interpretation of the
following claims.

Having fully described the invention in such clear and
concise terms as to enable those skilled in the art to
understand and practice the same, the invention claimed is:

1. Column/beam forming apparatus forming two
C-shaped channels into an overlying relationship in a single
column/beam, the apparatus comprising:

a continuous source of sheet metal strips, each strip being

of a desired column/beam length;

an initial channel-forming station positioned to receive

the strips of sheet metal from the continuous source and
designed to provide initial longitudinal bending opera-
tions on each strip, the initial bending operations alter-
nately bending received strips into an intermediate
upwardly opening channel and an intermediate down-
wardly opening channel;

wherein the initial channel-forming station includes a

plurality of sets of double-surface forming-rollers, each
of the double-surface forming-rollers having double
forming-surfaces and all of the plurality of sets of
double-surface forming-rollers being movable simulta-
neously between a first position in which one of the
double forming-surfaces starts or forms a strip of sheet
metal in an upwardly opening direction and a second
position in which another of the double forming-sur-
faces starts or forms a strip of sheet metal in a down-
wardly opening direction, and each set of double-
surface forming-rollers of the plurality of sets of
double-surface forming-rollers positioned in a spaced
relationship from a previous set of double-surface
forming-rollers to gradually bend a strip of sheet metal
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into one of the intermediate upwardly opening channel
and the intermediate downwardly opening channel;

a final channel-forming station positioned to receive inter-
mediate upwardly opening channels and intermediate
downwardly opening channels from the initial channel-
forming station and complete bending the intermediate
upwardly opening channels and intermediate down-
wardly opening channels into upwardly opening
C-shaped channels and downwardly opening C-shaped
channels, respectively;

each downwardly opening C-shaped channel being posi-
tioned in an aligned overlying relationship to a mating
upwardly opening C-shaped channel upon exiting the
final channel-forming station; and

a channel-welding station positioned to weld the
upwardly opening C-shaped channel and downwardly
opening C-shaped channel in the aligned overlying
position along an interface between adjacent surfaces
of the upwardly opening C-shaped channel and down-
wardly opening C-shaped channel.

2. Column/beam forming apparatus as claimed in claim 1
wherein the continuous source of sheet metal strips includes
a source of continuous sheet metal and a sheet metal cutting
station, the sheet metal cutting station being positioned to
receive the continuous sheet metal from the source and cut
the continuous sheet metal into the strips of the desired
column/beam length.

3. Column/beam forming apparatus as claimed in claim 1
further including a channel-aligning station positioned to
receive the mating overlying upwardly opening C-shaped
channel and downwardly opening C-shaped channel and
firmly hold the upwardly opening C-shaped channel and
downwardly opening C-shaped channel in an aligned over-
lying position.

4. Column/beam forming apparatus as claimed in claim 1
wherein the final channel-forming station includes a plural-
ity of forming-roller pairs positioned in a spaced relationship
from a previous set of forming-roller pairs to gradually bend
a strip of sheet metal into one of an upwardly opening
C-shaped channel and a downwardly opening C-shaped
channel, the plurality of forming-roller pairs being posi-
tioned to receive intermediate upwardly opening channels
and intermediate downwardly opening channels from the
initial channel-forming station and complete the forming
process to provide upwardly opening C-shaped channels and
downwardly opening C-shaped channels, respectively, and
the forming-roller pairs being designed and positioned so
that either upwardly opening or downwardly opening chan-
nels are similarly processed.

5. Column/beam forming apparatus forming two
C-shaped channels into an overlying relationship in a single
column/beam, the apparatus comprising:

a continuous source of sheet metal strips, each strip being

of a desired column/beam length;

an initial channel-forming station positioned to receive
the strips of sheet metal from the continuous source, the
initial channel-forming station including a plurality of
sets of double-surface forming-rollers, each of the
double-surface forming-rollers having double forming-
surfaces and all of the double-surface forming-rollers
being movable simultaneously between a first position
in which one of the double forming-surfaces starts or
forms a strip of sheet metal in an upwardly opening
direction and a second position in which another of the
double forming-surfaces starts or forms a strip of sheet
metal in a downwardly opening direction, and each set
of double-surface forming-rollers of the plurality of
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sets of double-surface forming-rollers being positioned
in a spaced relationship from a previous set of double-
surface forming-rollers to gradually bend a strip of
sheet metal into one of an intermediate upwardly
opening channel and an intermediate downwardly
opening channel;

a final channel-forming station positioned to receive inter-
mediate bent strips from the initial channel-forming
station, the final channel-forming station including a
plurality of forming-roller pairs positioned in a spaced
relationship from a previous set to gradually bend a
strip of sheet metal into one of an upwardly opening
C-shaped channel and a downwardly opening C-shaped
channel, the plurality of forming-roller pairs being
positioned to receive intermediate upwardly opening
channels and intermediate downwardly opening chan-
nels from the initial channel-forming station and com-
plete the forming process to provide upwardly opening
C-shaped channels and downwardly opening C-shaped
channels, respectively, and the forming-roller pairs
being designed and positioned so that either upwardly
opening or downwardly opening channels are similarly
processed;

each downwardly opening C-shaped channel being posi-
tioned in an aligned overlying relationship to a mating
upwardly opening C-shaped channel upon exiting the
final channel-forming station; and

a channel-welding station positioned to weld the
upwardly opening C-shaped channel and downwardly
opening C-shaped channel in the aligned overlying
position along an interface between adjacent surfaces
of the upwardly opening C-shaped channel and down-
wardly opening C-shaped channel.

6. Column/beam forming apparatus as claimed in claim 5
wherein the continuous source of sheet metal strips includes
a source of continuous sheet metal and a sheet metal cutting
station, the sheet metal cutting station being positioned to
receive the continuous sheet metal from the source and cut
the continuous sheet metal into the strips of the desired
column/beam length.

7. Column/beam forming apparatus as claimed in claim 5
further including a channel-aligning station positioned to
receive the mating overlying upwardly opening C-shaped
channel and downwardly opening C-shaped channel and
firmly hold the upwardly opening C-shaped channel and
downwardly opening C-shaped channel in an aligned over-
lying position.

8. A method of forming two C-shaped channels into a
single column/beam, the method comprising the steps of:

providing a continuous source of sheet metal strips, each
strip being of a desired column/beam length;

receiving strips of sheet metal of the desired column/beam
length from the continuous source and, using a single
intermediate bending apparatus, continuously forming
alternate received strips into intermediate upwardly
opening channels and intermediate downwardly open-
ing channels, respectively;

the step of using the single intermediate bending appara-
tus includes a step of providing a bending apparatus
including a plurality of sets of double-surface forming-
rollers, each of the double-surface forming-rollers hav-
ing double forming-surfaces and all of the double-
surface forming-rollers being movable simultaneously
between a first position in which one of the double
forming-surfaces starts or forms a strip of sheet metal
in an upwardly opening direction forming the interme-
diate upwardly opening channels and a second position
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in which another of the double forming-surfaces starts
or forms a strip of sheet metal in a downwardly opening
direction forming the intermediate downwardly open-
ing channels;
receiving intermediate upwardly opening channels and
intermediate downwardly opening channels and, using
a single final bending apparatus, performing a complete
or final bending operation, the complete bending opera-
tion continuously forming the intermediate upwardly
opening channels into upwardly opening C-shaped
channels and the intermediate downwardly opening
channels into downwardly opening C-shaped channels;

positioning each downwardly opening C-shaped channel
in an aligned overlying relationship to a mating
upwardly opening C-shaped channel upon exiting from
the single final bending apparatus; and
welding each upwardly opening C-shaped channel and
downwardly opening C-shaped channel in the aligned
overlying position along an interface between adjacent
surfaces of the upwardly opening C-shaped channel
and downwardly opening C-shaped channel.
9. A method as claimed in claim 8 wherein the step of
providing the continuous source of sheet metal strips
includes cutting a continuous strip of sheet metal into strip
of a desired column/beam length.
10. A method as claimed in claim 8 wherein the step of
positioning each downwardly opening C-shaped channel in
the aligned overlying relationship includes positioning each
downwardly opening C-shaped channel over an upwardly
opening C-shaped channel with sides of the downwardly
opening C-shaped channel positioned in a common plane
with sides of the upwardly opening C-shaped channel and
each end of the downwardly opening C-shaped channel
positioned in a common plane with each similar end of the
upwardly opening C-shaped channel.
11. A method as claimed in claim 8 wherein the step of
using the single final bending apparatus includes a step of
providing a bending apparatus including a plurality of
forming-roller pairs positioned to receive intermediate
upwardly opening channels and intermediate downwardly
opening channels from the initial channel-forming station
and complete the forming process to provide upwardly
opening C-shaped channels and downwardly opening
C-shaped channels, respectively, and the forming-roller
pairs being designed and positioned so that either upwardly
opening or downwardly opening channels are similarly
processed.
12. A method of forming two C-shaped channels into a
single column/beam, the method comprising the steps of:
providing a continuous source of sheet metal strips, each
strip being of a desired column/beam length;

receiving strips of sheet metal of the desired column/beam
length from the continuous source and, using a single
intermediate bending apparatus including a plurality of
sets of double-surface forming-rollers, each of the
double-surface forming-rollers having double forming-
surfaces and all of the double-surface forming-rollers
being movable simultaneously between a first position
in which one of the double forming-surfaces starts or
forms a strip of sheet metal in an upwardly opening
direction and a second position in which another of the
double forming-surfaces starts or forms a strip of sheet
metal in a downwardly opening direction, continuously
forming alternate received strips into intermediate
upwardly opening channels and intermediate down-
wardly opening channels, respectively;
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receiving intermediate upwardly opening channels and upwardly opening C-shaped channel upon exiting from
intermediate downwardly opening channels and, using the single final bending apparatus; and
a single final bending apparatus including a plurality of welding each upwardly opening C-shaped channel and
forming-roller pairs positioned to receive intermediate downwardly opening C-shaped channel in the aligned
upwardly opening channels and intermediate down- s overlying position along an interface between adjacent

wardly opening channels from the initial channel-
forming station and complete the forming process to
provide upwardly opening C-shaped channels and
downwardly opening C-shaped channels, respectively,
and the forming-roller pairs being designed and posi- 10
tioned so that either upwardly opening or downwardly
opening channels are similarly processed, performing a
complete or final bending operation continuously form-
ing the intermediate upwardly opening channels into
upwardly opening C-shaped channels and the interme- 15
diate downwardly opening channels into downwardly
opening C-shaped channels;

positioning each downwardly opening C-shaped channel
in an aligned overlying relationship to a mating L

surfaces of the upwardly opening C-shaped channel
and downwardly opening C-shaped channel.

13. A method as claimed in claim 12 wherein the step of
positioning each downwardly opening C-shaped channel in
the aligned overlying relationship includes positioning each
downwardly opening C-shaped channel over an upwardly
opening C-shaped channel with sides of the downwardly
opening C-shaped channel positioned in a common plane
with sides of the upwardly opening C-shaped channel and
each end of the downwardly opening C-shaped channel
positioned in a common plane with each similar end of the
upwardly opening C-shaped channel.



